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(57) ABSTRACT 

A novel communication distribution system is provided. In 
one form, an automatic communication distributor manages 
multiple queues of calls waiting to be handled by agents. 
When a call is transferred to an agent's workstation, the 
workstation provides different ringing signals to the agent 
based on the automatic communication distributor queue 
from which the call is coming. In another form, a computer- 
readable medium is encoded with programming instructions 
that are executable by a processor to differentiate between 
calls coming from different ACD queues, and to provide 
different ringing signals to a user based on that differentia- 
tion. 

18 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets 
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QUEUE-BASED DISTINCTIVE RINGING IN 
A CALL CENTER SYSTEM 

REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 
Priority is claimed to U.S. Provisional Patent Application 
No. 60/143,460, filed Jul. 13, 1999 and to U.S. Provisional 
Patent Application No, 60/186,487, filed Mar. 2, 2000. 

BACKGROUND 

The present invention relates to call centers, and more 
particularly, but not exclusively, relates to distinctive ringing 
of calls at a workstation in a call center. 

In a call center, a call center agent typically communicates 
with customers through in-bound calls, out-bound calls, or 
both. This communication is often by voice using a tele- 
phone handset or headset component of the agent's work- 
station. Usually, the workstation also includes a computer 
terminal or personal computer to interface with various 
application modules. These modules provide the agent infor- 
mation directed to the particular customer service involved. 
In one common application, a customer's account informa- 
tion is provided on a display viewable by the agent. 

In some call centers, one or more agents may be able to 
handle calls of more than one type. For example, an agent 
may be able to take orders for products and be able to answer 
questions from customers who need to return defective 
products. Some such call center systems accept incoming 
telephone calls for different telephone numbers depending 
on the purpose of the call (i.e., a customer dials one 
telephone number for orders and another telephone number 
for returns), or the customer dials a single number and 
navigates an interactive voice response (IVR) system to 
indicate the nature of the call. In either type of system, the 
call center system in some embodiments maintains separate 
queues for calls of different types. Adding to the example 
above, there may be a queue of customers waiting to place 
new orders and another queue of customers waiting to 
discuss merchandise returns. Some agents might be trained 
to handle only one type of call, but agents trained to handle 
multiple types of calls make the call center more efficient. 
There is, therefore, a need to facilitate the use of agents who 
handle multiple call types. 

SUMMARY 

One form of the present invention relates to an improved 
system and method for ringing calls at an agent's worksta- 
tion in a call center. In other forms, distinctive ringing is 
applied to an agent's workstation based on the ACD queue 
from which the call is being sent. It is thus an object of the 
present invention to provide an improved call center com- 
munications system and method. It is another object of the 
present invention to provide one or more different ringing 
signals to a given agent, the signals being selected based on 
the call queue from which the call is being transferred. 

Further forms, objects, features, aspects, benefits, 
advantages, and embodiments of the present invention shall 
become apparent from the detailed description and drawings 
provided herewith, 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic view of a system according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a functional block diagram of a communication 
server and an agent's workstation. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SELECTED 
EMBODIMENTS 

For the purpose of promoting an understanding of the 
principles of the invention, reference will now be made to 
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the embodiments illustrated in the drawings and specific 
language will be used to describe the same. It will never- 
theless be understood that no limitation of the scope of the 
invention is thereby intended. Any alterations and further 

5 modifications in the described embodiments, and any further 
applications of the principles of the invention as claimed 
herein are contemplated as would normally occur to one 
skilled in the art to which the invention relates. 
In the example embodiment to be discussed next, a call 

10 center accepts inbound and makes outbound telephone calls 
to and from customers and prospects (collectively "custom- 
ers" herein) for an organization. The call center is equipped 
with both automatic call-handling equipment (e.g., an IVR 
system, voice mail system, and fax-back system) and live 

15 agents. A portion of the call center operation involves 
outbound calling of prospective customers, or customers 
whose accounts are overdue, for example. This function uses 
a predictive dialing unit to automatically attempt to dial 
these persons with minimal (if any) involvement by a live 

20 person. In some situations, a call may be connected to the 
appropriate customer, while no agent is available. In such 
situations, the call is queued by an automatic call distributor 
(ACD) until an agent is free to take the call. 
Another portion of this example call center operation 

25 involves inbound calling by customers who, for example, 
wish to place orders, inquire about their accounts, and/or 
obtain authorization to return defective merchandise. The 
calls are received by the IVR system, which determines the 
type of call being made. The IVR system may also collect 
other information, such as account number, zip code, or 
other data that is relevant to the processing of the call, but 
can be entered without a human agent. The calls are then 
placed into a plurality of queues based on the type of call it 

^ is. As qualified agents become free from other work, the 
calls are transferred from the queues to the agents for 
processing. 

FIG. 1 schematically illustrates call center system 20 of 
one embodiment of the present invention. System 20 

40 includes Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN) 22 
operatively coupled to a number of external telephones 24 
and call center 30. Call center 30 includes Computer Tele- 
phony (CT) server 40 with telecommunications switch 42 
coupled to PSTN 22. Server 40 also includes processor 44, 

45 memory 46, and network interface 48. Network interface 48 
is operatively coupled to computer network 52. 

It should be understood that server 40 may include more 
than one processor or CPU and more than one type of 
memory; where memory 46 is representative of one or more 

50 types. Furthermore, it should be understood that while one 
server 40 is illustrated, more servers may be utilized in 
alternative embodiments. Processor 44 may be comprised of 
one or more components configured as a single unit. 
Alternatively, when of a multi -component form, processor 

55 44 may have one or more components located remotely 
relative to the others. One or more components of processor 
44 may be of the electronic variety defining digital circuitry, 
analog circuitry, or both. In one embodiment, processor 44 
is of a conventional, integrated circuit microprocessor 

60 arrangement, such as one or more PENTIUM II or PEN- 
TIUM III processors supplied by INTEL Corporation of 
Santa Clara, Calif., U.S.A. For this embodiment, switch 42 
can be in the form of one or more telephone communication 
processing boards provided by DIALOGIC Corporation of 

65 Parsippany, N.J., U.S.A. 

Memory 46 may each include one or more types of 
solid-state electronic memory, magnetic memory, or optical 
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memory, just to name a few. By way of non-limiting 
example, memory 46 may include solid-state electronic 
Random Access Memory (RAM), Sequentially Accessible 
Memory (SAM) (such as the First-In, First-Out (FIFO) 
variety or the Last-In First- Out (UFO) variety), Program- 
mable Read Only Memory (PROM), Electrically Program- 
mable Read Only Memory (EPROM), or Electrically Eras- 
able Programmable Read Only Memory (EEPROM); an 
optical disc memory (such as a DVD or CD ROM); a 
magnetically encoded hard disc, floppy disc, tape, or car- 
tridge media; or a combination of any of these memory 
types. Also, memory 46 may be volatile, nonvolatile, or a 
hybrid combination of volatile and nonvolatile varieties. 

Network 52 may be in the form of a Local Area Network 
(LAN), Wide Area Network (WAN) such as the Internet, or 
other network type as would occur to those skilled in the art. 
Also coupled to network 52 are a number of agent work- 
station 60a, 60b, 60c (collectively or generically designated 
agent stations 60). Agent workstations each include work- 
station computer 62 coupled to display 64. Each workstation 
60 may also include one or more operator input devices 63 
(see FIG. 2) such as a keyboard, mouse, track ball, light pen, 
and/or microphone, to name just a few representative 
examples. 

Also, besides display 64, one or more other output devices 
may be included such as audio output device(s) 69 and/or a 
printer (not shown). Audio output equipment 69 may com- 
prise one or more loudspeakers, headphones, or other audio 
devices known in the art. 

Storage unit 68 is encoded with instructions executable by 
processor 65 to implement the functionality of workstation 
60a that is needed or desired. Storage unit 68 comprises one 
or more of the types of memory described above in relation 
to memory 67, and preferably comprises one or more 
non-volatile forms of that memory. 

Each workstation 60 further includes a telephone unit 66 
as schematically illustrated in FIG. 1. Telephone units 66 
may be in the form of a handset, headset, or other arrange- 
ment as would occur to those skilled in the art. Workstations 
60 may be arranged identically to one another or may differ 
from one to the next as would occur to those skilled in the 
art. In one common arrangement, one workstation is desig- 
nated for an agent supervisor that has different capabilities 
than those of other workstations. Furthermore, it should be 
understood that more or fewer workstations may be utilized 
than those illustrated. 

Under the control of CT server 40, switch 42 may be 
configured to operate in the form of a Private Branch 
Exchange (PBX), predictive dialer, Automatic Call Distribu- 
tor (ACD), a combination of these, or another switching 
configuration as would occur to those skilled in the art. 
Alternatively or additionally, system 20 may be arranged to 
provide for the coordination, conversion, and distribution of 
a number of different forms of communication, such as 
telephone calls, voice mail, facsimile transmissions, e-mail, 
web chats, web call-backs, and the like. Furthermore, 
business/customer data associated with various communi- 
cations may be stored in memory 46 and selectively 
accessed by one or more workstations 60. This data may be 
presented with a corresponding display 64. 

The functional aspects of CT server 40 and the interaction 
between CT server 40 and workstations 60 will now be 
described in further detail with reference to FIG. 2 and 
continuing reference to FIG. 1. Certain elements shown in 
FIG. 1 arc also shown in FIG. 2 (using common reference 
numerals), while other components that arc either implc- 
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mented by, complementary to, or separate from the elements 
shown in FIG. I are given different reference numerals. FIG. 
2 shows CT server 40 with several of its functional com- 
ponents in an example embodiment. In other embodiments 

5 of the present invention, other or additional components can 
be included within the scope of the present invention. In this 
example, CT server 40 includes switch 42, which is con- 
nected to PSTN 22 via external telephone lines 32-1, 32-2, 
. . . 32-m (collectively or generically designated external 
lines 32), and is connected to telephone units 66 in work- 
stations 60 via internal telephone lines 34-1, 34-2, . . . 34-n 
(collectively designated internal lines 34). CT server 40 
includes switch 42, IVR unit 71, queues 73-1, 73-2, . . . 73-x 

]5 (collectively or generically queues 73), and queue controller 
75. Each of these components may be implemented in 
hardware, software, or a combination of both. 

In this exemplary embodiment customers make incoming 
calls to call center 30 using external telephones 24 via PSTN 

20 22. The calls arrive on one of external lines 32 at switch 42 
of CT server 40. Switch 42 connects the call to IVR unit 71, 
which accepts the call and collects information from the 
caller (using, for example, voice or DTMF input) to deter- 

25 mine the nature of the call. Based on that determination, IVR 
unit 71 can collect additional information and provide 
additional responses (for example, account information from 
database source 36). For other types of calls, IVR unit 71 
accepts a fax -back request, then forwards the information to 

3Q a fax server (not shown) for processing. If it is determined 
that a particular call or type of call must be processed by an 
agent, the call is transferred to one of queues 73, the queue 
being selected by queue controller 75 based on the type of 
call being transferred. 

35 It should be noted that any suitable method may be used 
to determine the type of call, and that determination may be 
made at any appropriate time. For example, a call center may 
take sales calls at a first telephone number and returned 
merchandise authorization requests at another telephone 

40 number. In that case, the nature of the call can be determined 
as the call is entering call center 30 (before it is even 
connected by switch 42 to its destination) based on/DNIS 
(dialed number identification system) information that is 
transmitted by PSTN 22 with the call as the call reaches 

45 switch 42. 

In this exemplary embodiment, the transfer of calls to 
queues 73 is managed by queue controller 75. Queue con- 
troller 75 maintains communication with workstations 60 
via computer network 52 in order to monitor the availability 
of agents at workstations 60. When an agent becomes 
available, queue controller 75 checks queues 73 for waiting 
calls. Queue controller 75 determines whether the agent is 
capable of handling any of the waiting calls (e.g., based on 
55 languages the agent knows, skills or training the agent has, 
or security permissions the agent has been given). 

As discussed above, call center 30 can be made more 
efficient if at least some agents can handle more than one 
type of call. If this is the case, queue controller 75 might 

60 send an order-placement call to the agent at workstation 60a 
from queue 73-2. Later queue controller 75 might send an 
RMA request from queue 73-5 to the same agent. As each 
call is transferred from a queue 73 to workstation 60a over 
an internal line 34-i, CT server 40 transmits a ringing signal 

65 on internal line 34-i ahead of the call. The agent at work- 
station 60a can then choose to pick up or not pick up the call 
as desired. 
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In some embodiments of the present invention, when a 
call is being transferred from a queue 73 to a workstation 60, 
CT server 40 sends different ringing signals over the selected 
internal line 34, depending on the queue 73 from which the 
call is being transferred. In one example, CT server 40 5 
applies three short ringing signals, then a pause to internal 
line 34. Telephone 66 at the selected workstation 60, 
therefore, provides three short rings of a bell or tone, and the 
agent at the selected workstation 60 can hear the signals and 
decide whether or not to answer. If, however, the call comes 10 
from another queue (for example, a "complaint line" queue), 
CT server 40 produces a signal, long ringing signal. When 
the signal reaches telephone unit 66 of the selected work- 
station 60, the telephone unit 66 emits a single, long ring. 5 
The agent at the selected workstation 60 can then decide 
whether or not to handle the "complaint line" call. In either 
case, the agent's decision to accept or reject the call is 
indicated to the system passively (e.g., by a period of 
inaction by the agent) or actively (e.g., by lifting the handset, 20 
pressing a button on an input device 63, or by speaking into 
the handset of telephone 66), as allowed by the system 
configuration. 

In another example, CT server 40 sends a ringing signal 
to computer 62 over the computer network 52 with or ahead 25 
of the call being sent via internal line 34. The ringing signal 
contains data that indicates the queue 73 from which the call 
is being transferred. Computer 62 decodes this data and 
displays a message on display 64 to indicate that the call is 
coming in. This message identifies the queue from which the 30 
call is being transferred (based on the decoded data from the 
message). Computer 62 may additionally or alternatively 
play one or more audio tones through a speaker or handset 
of telephone 66 and/or audio output equipment 69. ^ 

All publications, patents, and patent applications cited in 
this specification are herein incorporated by reference as if 
each individual publication, patent, or patent application 
were specifically and individually indicated to be incorpo- 
rated by reference and set forth in its entirety herein. While 40 
the invention has been illustrated and described in detail in 
the drawings and foregoing description, the same is to be 
considered as illustrative and not restrictive in character, it 
being understood that only preferred embodiments have 
been shown and described and that all changes, equivalents, 45 
and modifications that come within the spirit of the inven- 
tions defined by the following claims are desired to be 
protected. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A system, comprising: 50 

an automatic communication distributor, comprising a 

first queue and a second queue; and 
a workstation, in communication with said automatic 
communication distributor, that is capable of generat- 55 
ing each of a plurality of different ringing signals, said 
workstation comprising: 
a communication device; and 
a distinctive ringing means 

for generating a first one of said plurality of ringing 60 
signals in response to an attempt to connect a 
communication from said first queue with said 
communication device, and 
for generating a second one of said plurality of 
ringing signals in response to an attempt to con- 65 
ncct a communication from said second queue 
with said communication device. 
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2. The system of claim 1, wherein one or more of said 
plurality of different ringing signals are recordings of spoken 
words. 

3. The system of claim 2, wherein: 

said first ringing signal is a recording of a first set of 
spoken words, said first set of spoken words describing 
the type of communication that is placed in said first 
queue; and 

said second ringing signal is a recording of a second set 
of spoken words, said second set of spoken words 
describing the type of call that is placed in said second 
queue. 

4. The system of claim 1, wherein said first queue handles 
a first form of communication, and said second queue 
handles a second type of communication. 

5. The system of claim 4, wherein said first form of 
communication comprises a voice communication. 

6. The system of claim 4, wherein said first form of 
communication comprises a text -based communication. 

7. The system of claim 4, wherein said first form of 
communication comprises a video-based communication. 

8. In a system comprising a plurality of queues for waiting 
calls, a method comprising: 

placing a first plurality of calls in a first queue; 
placing a second plurality of calls in a second queue; 
ringing the firs t plurality of calls at a communication 

device by producing a first ringing signal; and 
ringing the second plurality of calls at the communication 

device by producing a second ringing signal; 
wherein said first ringing signal and said second ringing 

signal are discernible and distinguishable by a human 

agent proximate to the communication device. 

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the first ringing signal 
and the second ringing signal each comprise an audio signal. 

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the audio signals arc 
produced by a headset. 

11. 'JTie method of claim 9, wherein the audio signals are 
produced by a telephone handset. 

12. The method of claim 9, wherein the audio signals are 
produced by loudspeakers. 

13. The method of claim 8, 

wherein the first ringing signal comprises a first video 
signal; and 

wherein the second ringing signal comprises a second 
video signal. 

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the first video signal 
and the second video signal are each displayed by a com- 
puter monitor. 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein: 

the first video signal forms text that describes the first 
queue, and the second video signal forms text that 
describes the second queue. 

16. An apparatus, comprising: 

an automatic call distributor having a plurality of queues 

of waiting calls; 
a workstation, in communication with said automatic call 

distributor, comprising: 

a telephonic terminal; and 

a ringing means for producing each of a plurality of 
different ringing signals for signaling the presence of 
a call being connected to said terminal by said 
automatic call distributor; 
wherein, for each incoming call, said ringing means 

selects one of the plurality of ringing signals based on 

the one of said plurality of queues from which the 

incoming call is coming. 
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17. An apparatus, comprising: 

an automatic call distributor having a first ACD queue and 

a second ACD queue; 
a processor at a workstation, said processor being in 

communication with said automatic call distributor; 5 

and 

a computer-readable medium accessible by said processor 
and encoded with programming instructions, said pro- 
gramming instructions being executable by said pro- 1Q 
cessor to: 

distinguish between calls ringing at a workstation from 
said first ACD queue and calls ringing at the work- 
station from said second ACD queue; 

provide a first ringing signal that indicates that a call is 
ringing at the workstation from said first ACD queue; 
and 
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provide a second ringing signal that indicates that a call 
is ringing at the workstation from said second ACD 
queue; 

wherein the first ringing signal and the second ringing 
signal are detectable and distinguishable by a human 
operator at the workstation. 

18. The apparatus of claim 17, further comprising: 

state data related to each call; and 

a plurality of change messages from said automatic call 
distributor to the workstation, each said message indi- 
cating a change in said state data for one or more calls; 

wherein said distinguishing uses said plurality of change 
messages. 

* * * * * 
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